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Abstract
Fashion brands are strictly homogenized when it comes to advertising. Either products, models 
or setting are used to express brand identity. With the Japan-based luxury fashion brand Comme des 
Garçons, however, such practices are found very rarely, but instead the brand offers a broad experience 
of its personality by usage of graphics which at first glance seem inadequate to do so. Brand identity 
is indicated by a soft-sell approach, typical of Japanese advertising style. Also, Japanese aesthetic 
elements have influenced the brand’s ad design, whether this was planned or not. This study’s aim is 
to find patterns of Japanese influence on Comme des Garçons communication style by using a content 
analysis method for the overview of the brand’s print ads from 1980 to 2012. 
Key words: Japanese advertising, Japanese aesthetics, fashion advertising, Comme des Garçons, 
                    soft-sell approach, brand personality, brand identity, subversive advertising
Introduction
The fashion industry makes its own world where beauty and glamour rule, an outer beauty shines 
and a luxurious lifestyle is a must. When it comes to advertising, those features are definitely 
present as a part of high-end fashion brand communication as well – not only as part of the brand 
identity itself, but also in the real or aspired lifestyle of the target group. Very rarely does any 
brand transgress those fashion rules – and why would it, since the product is not really attainable 
for an average person. 
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There is one exceptional luxurious brand though, a brand that carries its philosophical 
statement far beyond beauty, richness and glamour in the fashion world, but also speaks out in social, 
cultural and personal terms. This brand, Comme des Garçons, also happens to be Japan-based. 
This study’s aim is to identify features characteristic of Japanese cultural heritage, philosophy and 
aesthetics, as well as aspects unique to the Japanese market and its advertising style, that have made 
this brand and its communication so distinctive in the strict world of the fashion industry.
Advertising in the fashion industry
According to the semiotic approach of Barthes in his work The Fashion System first published 
in 1967, fashion can be understood as an abstract world, which was created to both be frequently 
changing, as well as always stay the same, in order to pursue its economic goal, which is constant 
selling. Given this assumption, Barthes also takes a look into fashion’s social role, which he says 
is either to demonstrate one’s identity or to play – which means that one can transform without 
drastically changing one’s original identity (Barthes, 1990).
Since the fashion market, especially in its high-end and luxurious section, is definitely a 
privilege for only a small part of society, it can be labeled as a niche market in which advertising has 
to fit with the consumers’ profile (Okonkwo, 2007). That is why the advertising has to use a different 
communication approach to that of an FMCG (fast-moving consumer goods) industry like food, 
drinks, or cosmetics (Okonkwo, 2007). Thus is not only important in the case of the tone of brand 
communication but also in choosing media channels. Luxurious fashion brands prefer a long-lasting, 
high-end medium like print, notably in magazines, business publications or in-flight magazines 
(Okonkwo, 2007). Also, another great difference between fashion and other markets is the marketing 
budget. According to Okonkwo, in the case of a luxury brand, around 5-15% of the budget is spent 
on traditional advertising (like TV advertising, print advertising, in-store or outdoor advertising, 
Internet ads and so on), and this can rise to over 25% when including PR events, sponsorships and 
promotions. In a regular consumer goods industry, including all of activities mentioned above, such 
spending rarely goes above 10%, typically staying around 5% of the brand’s annual budget.
As briefly mentioned before, due to the niche market, the communication approach has to be 
tailored to the reality of high-end fashion as well. Because of the financial barriers restricting its 
customers, fashion brands can operate in a more abstract way, since their pragmatic side (prices or 
distribution) is not so important. As regards the narrative side, three modes of fashion advertising 
can be distinguished: grotesque, idealized and sublime imagery (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2010). 
When it comes to strategies in fashion advertising, most brands make use of one of the following 
strategies: ads featuring models, celebrities or society personalities; ads showing products; more 
controversial ads (to generate rapid publicity) or ads placing emphasis on brand heritage (whether 
national or historical) (Okonkwo, 2007).
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Advertising in Japan
Firstly, it is important to mention that the Japanese market is the third biggest spending market 
in the world, following the United States and China. Japan also holds the same position in 
terms of its advertising spending market. Therefore, advertising is an important factor in the 
Japanese economy, but also makes it presence felt in the everyday life of typical Japanese people, 
accompanying them in trains, on the street or during their free time. When comparing it to other 
markets, not only as experienced by an ad viewer, but especially by an industry professional, 
the Japanese market seem to be very peculiar and resistant to worldwide trends or tendencies in 
advertising. Thus, to describe Japanese advertising reality, it is best to highlight the features that 
only appear rarely or do not appear at all in the Western advertising world (Inoue, 1996).
Until not so long ago, the lifetime employment model was real for most of Japanese agency 
employees, which led to the contingency of one creative team holding a client perpetually (Inoue, 
1996). Therefore, the constant insecurity about losing a client, which is a key element of Western 
agency policy, does not apply to Japan. Also, this leads to a bigger bond and the greater creative 
power of the agency, since the trust is earned over a long time and the brand can be sure of its 
agency leading it along the correct strategic or creative path. 
Another thing that is exceptional for the Japanese advertising market, is that there is no 
rule of holding only one client within the same product category (Inoue, 1996). This also can 
be connected to the one-team-per-client model, since teams do not interfere with, influence or 
compare each other’s work. Also, the comparing strategy in advertising (our brand’s offer vs. the 
competition’s offer) is not at all popular in Japan. 
Japanese agency service extends way beyond typical Western service (Inoue, 1996). If 
an agency has a commission contract with a brand, not only regular advertising, marketing or 
media services are included, but sometimes the relationship extends to sharing common business 
agreements or even personal favors.
In contrast to the situation in Western countries, Japanese domestic agencies like Dentsu 
or Hakukodo hold a dominant position in the market (Inoue, 1996), together sharing over 50% of 
the total. Those agencies also have a great advantage over foreign-based ones – they own media 
divisions often connected with specific TV channels and do not use any outside media agencies. 
This also leads to further dominance, since Japanese agencies do not split money with other 
companies, nor does the client split the budget for a single task, which is convenient for both sides.
Secondly, it is not only the market itself that is different. Certainly, the cultural implications 
of differences between Western and Japanese advertising in terms of communication can be 
distinguished (Johansson, 1994), especially when analyzing the structure, messages or discourse 
of Japanese ads. For these reasons, an uninitiated foreigner who happens to catch an advertising 
break in Japanese television often finds it different to what is expected and sometimes bizarre.
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Several features of Japanese advertising can be explained by the national personality or 
cultural character of the society. In contrast to other markets that mostly work on the hard-sell 
advertising model, where the benefits of the product are being emphasized, Japanese advertising 
generally uses a soft-sell approach to advertising, where a good mood is used to cheer up the 
audience and apologize for interrupting their program (Johansson, 1994).  The result if the 
construction of a positive attitude towards the brand and recognition and remembrance of the 
brand’s value, personality or its essence.
Also, soft-sell advertising is based on the Japanese assumption that most products do not 
require any explanation of their advantages, since high quality is taken for granted. The same 
assumption applies to comparing with a rival product or saying why the advertised brand is better 
than another – stating a distinctive point of view explicitly is common neither for Japanese people, 
nor in the Japanese language. Another thing that differs is the characteristic relationship between 
buyer and seller, where the buyer is in charge and has all the power and the seller is grateful to the 
buyer for using his services. 
Comme des Garçons fashion style
To make the argument complete, is necessary to provide a brief description of the clothing 
style and concept of Comme des Garçons, in order to analyze more convincingly its brand 
coherence later on. 
Comme des Garçons debuted in the market in the late 1970s, as a clothing brand of the 
Japanese-origin designer Rei Kawakubo. Kawakubo had no academic background in design and 
had previously worked as an advertising stylist. The brand was introduced to the fashion world 
with its first runway show in 1981 during Paris Fashion Week. Ever since, Kawakubo and her 
brand have remained meaningful and important within the high end luxury segment of the fashion 
industry. The early period of her work also reflects the wave of Japanese designers’ success in 
European fashion in the 1980s. Her brand has developed its own creative course and a faithful 
target group has emerged that buys the brand’s items even after 40 years since its industry debut. 
All movements of the “Japanese school of avant-garde fashion” (Kawamura, 2004) in the 
European market from the 1980s onwards have shared some common features. Designers were 
mostly spokespersons for the brand, and, in the case of the two others from the glory triangle 
of Japanese major designers (Issey Miyake and Yohji Yamamoto), also the origin of the brand 
naming. Their designs were also similar in terms of aesthetics: monochromatic, asymmetrical 
and baggy looks were common in all of the Japanese avant-garde designers’ projects. After their 
introduction to the fashion system, the European press has labeled their work variously as “post-
Hiroshima”, “the day after” and “sartorial  revolution” (Kawamura, 2004).
Comme des Garçons has pushed this revolution even further, where all of the fashion rules 
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were abolished and clothes were meant not only to create beauty, but also social statements. Its 
style was to show the target group’s attitude towards the world, which was to demand freedom 
in expression, rebel against everything and challenge social norms, both Eastern and Western 
(Kawamura, 2004). When considering this manifesto as evidence of the character of Kawakubo’s 
clothing project, many of the new conventions that she created seem very consistent with the 
target group’s thinking. First came the use of modular design, so that wearing the clothes could 
reflect individual invention and creativity, followed by the abandoning of the contours of the body 
and making clothes gender-neutral or unisex (Kawamura, 2004). To sum up, Kawakubo has gained 
the fashion world’s attention by challenging strict and arbitrary notions of perfection.
Study methodology 
This study’s aim is to validate three hypotheses  about the influence of Comme des Garçons’ 
Japanese heritage on its brand communication. The following issues will be examined: firstly, 
the connection between Japaneseness in clothing design and brand identity; then the correlation 
between Japanese general advertising principles and Comme des Garçons advertising style;  and 
lastly, the assumption that this brand has a more distinctive brand identity than other high-end 
fashion brands.
The research method used in this study is qualitative content analysis. Since Comme des 
Garçons adverts feature very different, non-repeatable ideas, it would be quite hard to develop any 
consistent coding for a quantitative approach. Therefore, ads are analyzed in terms of categories 
such as: linguistics, concepts, visuals, aesthetics, scene, emotions and characters/objects. The 
sample for the research was chosen randomly, fulfilling only the requirement to present the 
timeline of brand activity from the early stage of development of the company in the 1980s until 
now. The research will feature 15 print ads dated from1980 to 2012. It is worth mentioning that 
print advertising is the priority communication channel for this brand. It almost never uses any TV 
commercials, radio spots or outdoor billboards, nor any social media, online shopping or mobile 
activities.
Hypothesis 1: Comme des Garçons brand communication is closely related to its Japanese 
origin
The correlation between Comme des Garçons clothing and its Japaneseness has already been 
noticed by several scholars, a point which will be returned to below. In my opinion, the same 
statement can be applied to its brand communication. In this case, the coherence between the 
brand’s products and the brand’s identity is in my opinion strongly developed, so that this analogic 
assumption can be implemented when considering Comme des Garçons style and brand as being 
closely related to the brand’s and its main designer’s place of origin.
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Such a situation, where European fashion consumers fall in love with Japanese designs in 
the later 20th century, has been compared to Japonisme in the later 19th century. This movement 
manifested itself during the Meiji Era, when Japan’s art and culture was introduced to the outside 
world (Skov, 1996). European and American people instantly took some interest in traditional 
Japanese culture and this started an influence of exotic themes in art, design, literature and other 
cultural activities. Japanese designers’ success has also been connected to proceeding Japan as an 
economic growth phenomena (Skov, 1996). 
One of the reasons Western markets and customers find Comme des Garçons interesting 
is its uniqueness among other fashion brands. Before this time, no Japanese designers were 
prominent in worldwide fashion, which is why their visions were seen as so revolutionary. This 
was the beginning of the acceptance of the fact that there is no universality in beauty. 
When considering Rei Kawakubo’s designs, it is obvious that her work was technically 
different to those common in the Western fashion system. The term “Japanese fashion” has been 
formed by media and critics to highlight the distinction between Eastern and Western styles. 
Differences have been identified in terms of clothing construction, silhouettes, shapes, prints and 
fabric combinations (Kawamura, 2004). Also, Kawakubo considered the whole space around 
the body as her working zone. She created sculptural objects, so that the regular body shape 
wasn’t followed by the outline of the clothes themselves. Another way to highlight the body was 
strategically placed patterns. Her radically distinct vision was also depicted in the sewing style, 
which was random and asymmetrical (Bartal, 2015). Lack of decorative elements on the surface 
also worked against the Western notion that plenitude and beauty are the same thing (Koren, 
1984).
Finding direct Japanese culture inspirations in Comme des Garçons has also been attempted 
before by other researchers. The first collection of the brand which was shown in 1981 was 
inspired by the clothing of Japanese peasants and fishermen, as reflected in the usage of natural 
fibers or indigo dyes (Skov, 1996). According to Scov, aesthetic traditions connected with Shinto 
and Zen Buddhism, the two main religions of Japan, also influenced Kawakubo’s work in its 
austerity and sombre colors. This also applies to the harmonious coexistence of simplicity and 
ornamentation within one design. Also, a lot of Japanese patterns or motifs have been borrowed in 
Comme des Garçons collections, like Mount Fuji, kabuki, geisha, or cherry blossoms (Kawamura, 
2004). The same effect can be seen when considering unfinished clothes or original rough material 
edges, which can be related to the wabi-sabi tradition (Bartal, 2015). The main designer’s persona 
also embodies Japanese people’s quiet personality – Kawakubo says her designs are made to have 
no clear connotations (Skov, 1996) and she sees her role more as a craftsman, so that she makes 
clothes rather than talks about them (Koren, 1984).  
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Hypothesis 2: Japanese advertising soft-sell approach influenced Comme des Garçons 
advertising
The soft-sell approach in advertising which is common in the Japanese advertising industry 
was briefly explained before. Now, findings about the connection between this approach and its 
cultural influence will be summarized. Later on, in the research analysis, this approach will be 
examined as a part of Comme des Garçons brand communication.
Japanese advertising is often called “good mood” advertising, which values positive 
emotions within the brand more than stressing its advantage over those of other companies. Brand 
corporate identity elements, such as the logo or slogan appear more often than in US commercials, 
often representing the foreground message element rather than a product itself (De Mooij & 
Hofstede, 2010). This also has the consequence the brand is more recognized than the product, 
and if the brand name does not appear on the packaging, customers will experience less emotional 
attachment to the individual product. 
The good mood approach is also associated with interpersonal situations and thus represents 
more than cheering up a particular individual (De Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). The intended impact 
is on social relations and multiple characters appearing in ads, rather than individuals. This is the 
reason why commercials in Japan are more likely to use storytelling, or entertainment content 
like singing or dancing or celebrities. This last example is also connected with the characteristic 
of Japanese society feature, where one is more likely to follow a group’s lifestyle than develop an 
individual approach to life. That is why brands usually focus on in-group benefits. 
In addition, the most preferred brand values of Japanese companies are different from those 
in other countries. An example of a specific brand trait important only for Japanese marketers is 
“peacefulness” which does not appear often among the most desired values in the U.S. or Europe. 
An equivalent situation happens with the embracing of “harmony” as part of brand identity (De 
Mooij & Hofstede, 2010). 
Hypothesis 3: Comme des Garçons is representing distinctive brand identity among regular 
high end fashion brands
If I would ask any random person from either Japan or Europe what a typical fashion print 
commercial looks like, none of them would point to those represented by Comme des Garçons 
“conceptual and subversive aesthetics” (Bartal, 2015). Probably, fundamental elements necessary 
to create a fashion brand ad would be a model, clothes, setting and brand logo. Most likely all of 
those elements will be featured simultaneously. Research on fashion advertising’s social impact on 
women has calculated that out of 462 ads, 438 consisted of a model or setting and 418 consisted 
of simply a model (Phillips & McQuarrie, 2011). Even though, according to this study, the trend 
toward using discrepant images in fashion advertising is increasing, still the classical model, 
where there is a beautiful model, elegant setting, fashionable clothes and a brand logo is holding 
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well. This suggests that fashion advertising is one of the most homogenized when considering 
visual style.
Comme the Garçons advertising can be described as a combination of simplicity, irregularity 
and perishability, which are features common in Japanese aesthetics (Keene, 1969). Each 
campaign is unpredictable, because the only mandatory element for all ads is the usage of the 
brand logo. Although all campaigns seem different in terms of aesthetics, narrative or even style, 
there is one thing that links them all: the Comme des Garçons manifesto.
The Comme des Garçons brand is meant to provide articles of dress for those who want 
to express themselves by clothing, but avoid common fashion trends.  Rei Kawakubo has also 
commented on the trend system: “I oppose trends, so I want them to exist”. You can wear the 
same pieces whether you are a female or a male, because Comme des Garçons as a brand name 
insinuates the concept of gender equality, putting emphasis on strength, intelligence and power 
rather than sexy appeal (Bartal, 2015). The underlying message is “Wear male or female clothes, 
wrap them around yourself according to how you feel like doing it today, have a modular piece 
that gives you choice, be bold, brave and fight for yourself. There can never be anything odd about 
your clothing, because what it represents is your unique personality.”
Brand character is also reflected in the Comme des Garçons approach to advertising. As 
mentioned before, apart from print ads which some people would not even consider as an ad, there is 
no other mass communication channel. Thus, all of the effort to show its character is put into print. 
Kawakubo’s designs were always conceived to create interesting photographs (Koren, 1984), which 
can be linked to Kawakubo’s previous job as an advertising stylist. Those print ads are pushing 
fashion imagery to comic absurdity (Koren, 1984). Some of them are so mismatched with the whole 
luxury fashion concept, that it suggests a subversive approach. Kawakubo has also developed a 
highly ritualized and controlled environment for selling (Kawamura, 2004). It was her invention to 
introduce annual guerilla pop-up stores in different locations every year, which also had different 
concepts, based on the previous business activities on the same spot. There are only three fixed and 
permanent shops selling the brand: in Paris, Tokyo and London. It is not that it is so exclusive to get 
there, but Kawakubo would not let shopping experience be simple, predictable or boring.
Research analysis
This section contains only the content analysis of each of the images in turn. Comparison of all 
content will be described in the section under the title ‘Comparison’. The deductions and findings 
will be described in the last section under the title ‘Conclusion’. As mentioned before, the analyzed 
content consists of 15 print advertisements for the Comme des Garçons fashion brand. Each ad is 
analyzed according to the following categories: linguistics, concepts, visuals, aesthetics, scene, 
emotions, characters/objects. Material is organized according to a timeline, by date of publication.
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Figure 1. Comme des Garçons print advertising, author unknown; 1980
Linguistics Only the brand name (which also functions as a brand logo) is used with addition of the 
text“is here”. Since this was the brand debut, this probably functioned as an introduction 
of the brand’s existence.
Concepts Two punky-looking girls meet somewhere outdoors. They are having a laugh together – 
one is more expressive, the other seems more reserved.
Visuals The picture used in this commercial seems like a real life one, not posed. Also, the imper-
fection of analogue photography is shown by using a blurry photo. Cold blue-ish ﬁlter is 
added to emphasize the new wave style fashionable in those days.
Aesthetics Reference to punk style can be noticed, by the use of heavy makeup and colorful hair 
dyes. Deﬁnitely, the models stand out among typical society members.
Scene A natural, personal meeting of two girls outdoors. The picture could be just a regular 
photo taken by a friend to capture the moment, since it is not posed but natural.
Emotions It’s clear that both of them know each other, so intimacy and friendship is emphasized. 
Also, they seem to share a laugh together, maybe when gossiping.
Characters/
Objects
Two Caucasian girls with a bold, punk look. They can easily be customers of the Comme 
des Garçons brand. The clothes might also be a Kawakubo design, so a product is placed 
in this ad. 
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Figure 2. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Inoue Tsuguya and Jim Britt; 1980
Linguistics The picture shows a young teen girl having a laugh in a very natural way, exposing the 
braces on her teeth.
Concepts The picture shows a young teen girl having a laugh in a very natural way, exposing the 
braces on her teeth.
Visuals The photo is not posed, it captures the dynamic moment. The style of photography is 
black and white with asymmetrical cropping. Contrasting light and shade shows a high 
level of photographic skill.
Aesthetics Black and white; simple, raw and modest aesthetics. The natural beauty of the girl is em-
phasized by the use of no makeup and no visible clothing. The only distinctive elements 
are the braces and necklace.
Scene Young teen laughing in a room. No clear context is provided.
Emotions The girl seems happy, her laughter is sincere and not staged. 
Characters/
Objects
Young, innocent girl, perhaps around 12-13 years old set in a neutral background. She is 
neither a professional model, nor a brand target. No product is used.
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Figure 3. Comme des Garçons print advertising featuring Japanese choreographer Saburo 
Teshigawara, 1988
Linguistics The brand logo is used with the addition of the word“SHIRT” which connects it with a 
speciﬁc product campaign.
Concepts 2-page spread shows two halves of a man posing with his arms wide open, in what could 
be seen as a cruciﬁed Jesus pose. The two halves do not match at all.  
Visuals The asymmetrical look is used. The black and white picture uses a high contrast and the 
difference between background and foreground is emphasized. It represents a combina-
tion of two pictures.
Aesthetics Elegant male fashion clothing, even though the shirt is oversized, not ﬁtted as if wearing 
it with a suit. 
Scene A male is standing in front of a black background, with no clear context provided.
Emotions The picture can be disturbing, since no explanation is given regarding insistent questions: 
why is he halved, is this the same person, and so on. The facial expression shows serious-
ness.
Characters/
Objects
Young adult elegant male stands with arms wide open.
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Figure 4. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Inoue Tsuguya; 1990
Linguistics The brand name (logo) is used with addition of store locations.
Concepts Again, the ad is a two page spread. The picture to the left shows two women, most likely 
Slavic given the regional patterns, taking a break from working in a field; the one on the 
right shows a raw clay bowl, perhaps from the same region.
Visuals The first image looks like a reportage or ethnographic picture, the second like a picture of 
an object in a museum, with a white neutral background.
Aesthetics The women wear very realistic ethnic clothes. The bowl is pictured according to Japanese 
wabi-sabi aesthetics, with a raw look, just as it is.
Scene The first picture is set in a field, where the women take a break after rolling a barrow. The 
second features an object in a museum. Contrasting those two scenes suggests how things 
are made and how they end up afterwards.
Emotions The younger woman’s facial expression seems sad, while the older woman looks senti-
mental.
Characters/
Objects
The two women could be related, maybe mother and daughter; the bowl seems to be a tra-
ditional rural artifact. None of these elements is directly connected to the brand services 
or their target.
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Figure 5. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Cindy Sherman; 1994
Linguistics The brand name (logo) is used with Japanese text attached.
Concepts Japanese-inspired picture of a woman (or a man dressed as a woman) in traditional ki-
mono dress sitting in a garden.
Visuals The foreground is blurred (part of the tree), so it gives the impression of the camera peek-
ing out of it. Colors are warm: pink, yellow, orange, which can be connected to Japanese 
traditional painting. 
Aesthetics Also appealing to ethnic identity, with ornaments and materials common in Japanese 
dressing, as well as the pose and surrounding being typically Japanese.
Scene Women kneels in a traditional kimono, holding her hands as in prayer.
Emotions She seems deep in her thoughts, but also tired.
Characters/
Objects
Her Japaneseness is emphasized by the use hairstyle, clothing, way of sitting and makeup. 
The masculine lines of the face can be related to the Kabuki theater.
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Figure 6. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Tauba Auerbach; 1995
LinguisticsThe brand logo with collection item “SHIRT” and shop locations added. Visuals are 
shaped to spell out word “HAHA”, which represents laughter.
ConceptsPattern mix which reveals letters shaped as “HAHA”.
VisualsBlack and white pattern mix. Patterns are modern, pixelated and geometric.
AestheticsAesthetics are simple yet complicated. Usage of black-and-white-ness contrast with cha-
otic pattern mix.
SceneNo speciﬁc scene is used.
EmotionsThe only expression of emotion is the “HAHA” text, which can be interpreted as either 
sincere or ironic laughter.
Characters/
Objects
No people modeling, only geometric ﬁgures used. Again, no direct relation to the brand’s 
target.
• • •  
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Figure 7. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Marc Atlan and Keizo Kitajima; 1995
Linguistics Brand name (logo) is used with “eau de parfum” text added. This ad was an introduction 
for the brand scent.
Concepts Young Afro-american man is holding a bottle of perfume (product) on the street in some 
American city.
Visuals This picture is more posed than others examined. Looking at quality of the picture 
though, it still seems amateur.
Aesthetics Deﬁnitely an urban look, but showing the coexistence of sky and  high buildings in har-
mony. Natural sunlight is used.
Scene Most likely in America, since several clues lead to this conclusion: architectural style, 
sweatshirt print and shop signs.
Emotions Man seems proud of the perfume, and his faces carries a little smile.
Characters/
Objects
Most classical narrative form of Comme des Garçons ad examined in this study. Model, 
an Afroamerican male with crazy hairstyle, is dressed in American sweatshirt (which is 
deﬁnitely not a house design) and is holding an actual product.
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Figure 8. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Jeff Mermelstein; 2002
Linguistics Brand name with the word “SHIRT ” word added, as in previous examples. Also, dogs 
names are introduced out of order (the viewer needs to follow the lines to find each 
matching animal).
Concepts Different dog breeds sitting on a bench in the park.
Visuals This picture also seems personal, since it has an overexposed foreground. The picture is 
not posed and suggests the natural look of the dogs.
Aesthetics The aesthetic focus is more on the nature of dogs, their differences in look and their 
moods.
Scene Most likely in America, since several clues lead to this conclusion: architectural style, 
sweatshirt print and shop signs.
Emotions Each dog presents different mood. Some of them have relations with another one.
Characters/
Objects
This ad stars 6 different dogs, each one having its own look and personality. No product, 
no human models, no direct setting are used.
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Figure 9. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Ronnie Cooke Newhouse and Stephen 
Wolstenholme; 2007
Linguistics Doubled brand name used, again with the addition of  the word “SHIRT ”.
Concepts Two doves photographed in different positions during ﬂight. The white dove can symbol-
ize peace.
Visuals This is a dynamic photo, where the subjects perform two different poses. Also, this is a 
single moment captured.
Aesthetics The doves slightly differ: due to their position, different colors of their body are exposed. 
Scene Because of the use of a white background, it’s not in a natural context for doves.
Emotions No explicit emotions expressed by the doves.
Characters/
Objects
This could be two different doves or one dove in different positions, showing differently 
colored parts of its feathers.
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Figure 10. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Ronnie Cooke Newhouse and Stephen 
Wolstenholm, featuring sculpture by Simen Johan; 2010
Linguistics The brand name, the word “SHIRT ”, and shop locations. The corporate logo and product 
line are written in pink glitter type.
Concepts Stuffed polar bear is presented as a statue on a glitter podium with star stickers.
Visuals Neutral, gray walls contrasted with a lot of glitter and kitchy elements.
Aesthetics Picture uses kitchy aesthetics style, with the polar bear in the spotlight (the glitter reﬂects 
the light). The use of taxidermy is to emphasize the look of a dead animal. His fur is silky 
and unnaturally extended, which gives it glamorous look.
Scene Probably an art gallery or other showroom, because of the light and podium.
Emotions Polar bear expressing his natural wildness by roaring. Because it is stuffed it is stuck in 
this pose for ever.
Characters/
Objects
Taxidermy can symbolize the need to prolong the existence of an animal, but in its beauti-
ful, not dangerous form. No people and no product is involved.
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Figure 11. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Stephen J. Shanabrook and Veronika 
Georgieva; 2010
Linguistics The brand name, and the word “SHIRT ” only.
Concepts A regular paper ad has been crushed, showing no regular face shape, but only distorted 
fragments. This makes the beautiful look broken.
Visuals This is a regular, common paper ad, so also an editorially posed photo. Because of the de-
struction though, it lacks of most of its original features.
Aesthetics A realistic professional staged picture, deconstructed by squashing.
Scene No setting is used.
Emotions Original picture shows a smiling person, yet after the squashing this mood is destroyed 
and photo looks disturbing and creepy.
Characters/
Objects
A model is used, but in subversive mode. 
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Figure 12. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Ronnie Cooke Newhouse and Stephen 
Wolstenholme, featuring illustration by Daniel Clowes; 2010
Linguistics Again the brand name, and the word “SHIRT ”. Also a dialogue from the scene is written 
in comic-book style.
Concepts Comic-book scene where woman and men are sunbathing, having a casual conversation 
about the end of the world.
Visuals The comic-book style looks more American than Japanese manga style, because of the 
font type. This particular image appears out of narrative context.
Aesthetics Simple layout, yellow background with black outline drawing.  
Scene A couple is sunbathing outdoors, when the girl expresses her attitude towards the end of 
the world.
Emotions She is concerned about not wanting the world to end. He assures her that it won’t happen.
Characters/
Objects
Two people characters are used, but no certain clothing or lifestyle. Only their lines give a 
hint of their personality. Used without any relation to the brand’s services, only to express 
the mood.
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Figure 13. Comme des Garçons print advertising by Ronnie Cooke Newhouse and Stephen 
Wolstenholme; 2012
Linguistics Again the brand name, and the word “SHIRT”, plus smartphone wallpaper reading “ My 
Life is Crap”.
Concepts A hand holding a smartphone, showing its wallpaper.
Visuals The ad consists of a kitschy picture of a lamb, as though from a children’s book, com-
bined with a tough message written in childish font.
Aesthetics Infantile style, garishly colorful and sweet. The hand holding a smartphone is black and 
white, ﬁlled in with a dotted pattern.
Scene The lamb is in  a ﬁeld. The phone has no distinctive setting.
Emotions Contrast of cute and cheerful style of image with frank and bitter personal confession.
Characters/
Objects
Again, no relation to the brand’s services. The contrast of message and setting shows the 
conﬂict of dark thoughts while acting normal.
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Figure 14. Comme des Garçons print advertising featuring painting by Abraham Mignon; 
2012
Linguistics Mandatory as always – the brand logo and “ SHIRT” text. Also, some lyrics from a Pet 
Shop Boys song are placed in boxes.
Concepts This ad uses a still life painting of fruits and ﬁsh with Pet Shop boys lyrics about love and 
fate attached.
Visuals Classical still life painting style contrasted with modern sans-serif font type.
Aesthetics Beauty of fruits set together with the brutal honesty and naturalism of dead ﬁsh.
Scene No distinctive setting can be found.
Emotions Text about things happening sooner or later in life is set next to dead ﬁsh picture, which 
can imply a reference to death.
Characters/
Objects
Again, no people or products used. Choice of pop culture reference with classical paint-
ing style can again imply a conﬂict.
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Figure 15. Comme des Garçons print advertising, author unknown; 2012
Linguistics Same items: the brand logo with “SHIRT” text. Also, text “I was an extremely extremely 
extremely sensitive child” is superimposed on the image. Triple repetition shows empha-
sis on extremity.
Concepts Broken glass is lying on the ﬂoor in bathroom, next to the bath.
Visuals Black and white, modernist setting of bathroom is contrasted with gradient font type.
Aesthetics Again, use of contrast between modernism and colorful cute style.
Scene Bathroom scene, but without any personal information about whose place this is.
Emotions Repetition of word “extremely” shows how strong the sensitivity is for the hidden narra-
tor.
Characters/
Objects
Even though there is no character shown, the text refers to a particular person.
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Comparison 
This section offers a comparative overview of all the advertisements included in individual 
research analysis. Content analysis has been correlated in terms of the following categories: 
text usage, visuals, photo types, overt cultural symbolism, objects and overt reference to pop 
culture. Such categories were chosen because of being significant elements of presenting brand’s 
identity in advertising, in the case of these categories: text usage, visuals, photo types and objects. 
Categories overt cultural symbolism and overt reference to pop culture were chosen to confront 
hypotheses about Japanese mood advertising being present in Comme des Garcons adverts and the 
correlation between brand communication and its Japanese origin. Conclusions derived from each 
table are presented below it.
Text usage
No. %
Usage of brand name 15 100%
Additional text 5 33%
Even though Comme des Garcons represents its identity in a more visual way, its brand name 
(which also functions as a brand logo, so an element of corporate identity)  is featured in every ad 
examined in this study, which is a common practice in Japanese advertising style, as De Mooij & 
Hofstede noted in 2010. Therefore, it might be stated that the Comme des Garcons communication 
strategy has been influenced by the Japanese advertising approach, where brand’s the long-term 
identity is more emphasized than its current offerings.
Visuals
No. %
Graphics 5 33%
Photos 10 66%
The Comme des Garcons visual communication policy  uses more photographic work than graphic 
designs, yet comparing this result to regular fashion brands communication, it is not 100%. The 
large majority of fashion brands use photography as their visual approach, since apart from telling 
a brand story or showing its identity, this is also a presentation of an actual product on offer. This 
clearly distinguishes Comme des Garcons communication strategy from standard fashion brands.
E 
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Photo types
No. %
Fashion 2 20%
Ethnographic 8 80%
Comme des Garcons divergence in advertising a fashion brand can be seen in the marginal usage 
of product-wise fashion concepts in its photography, but instead an insistent reference to the 
brand’s identity by showing a certain mood in ethnographic pictures. Comparing this result with 
the Phillips & McQuarrie study from 2011, which revealed that over 90% of fashion advertising 
featured a model (418 of 462 ads analyzed), in the case of Comme des Garcons we see only 20% 
of staged photos, while the rest feature a non-posed reportage picture or no person at all.
Overt cultural symbolism
No. %
Japanese 2 13%
Other 8 53%
The Japanese heritage of the brand is not emphasized directly by using clear references to 
Japanese symbolism, but the influence of its Japan-based origin might be noticed when the 
brand’s communication style is analyzed further (as noted in earlier conclusions). It can be stated 
that Comme des Garcons decided not to play the “Japan” card in a direct way, yet its approach is 
derived from the Japanese style of thinking, cultural patterns and philosophy. 
Objects
No. %
People 8 53%
Animals 5 33%
No living creatures 2 13%
Even though Comme des Garcons is a fashion brand, it rarely advertises its own designs, but 
instead tends to focus on stating its personality which is strongly connected with Japanese 
advertising style. The Comme des Garcons way to represent its brand identity is to use 
ethnographic scenes, which feature people or animals in certain life situations, often not related to 
any clothing or fashion experience. 
E 
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Overt reference to pop culture
No. %
Appears 5 33%
Comme des Garcons ads also feature many references to pop culture, which also gives a statement 
for mood and inspiration for the brand’s identity. It also creates a possibility for its customers to 
develop a personal attachment to the brand, to link them with the Comme des Garcons’ identity 
not only by its product offers, but also in sharing their lifestyle and personal preferences.
Conclusion
With the above analysis of 15 print ads used throughout the entire existence of the Comme des 
Garçons brand, it can be stated that, although the ads vary a good deal in many aspects, the mood 
and brand personality itself has never changed significantly. The brand strongly emphasizes 
independence and bravery, as well as finding beauty in a natural way. Also, the peaceful 
coexistence of radically polarized entities is a key concept in the expression of the brand identity. 
Even though there are almost no models, nor products shown, it is stated in each ad what kind of 
target group the company is aiming at and this target stays the same for over 30 years. The brand’s 
communication also puts an effort into presenting the emotions which are common to the target 
group in a creative, yet relatable way. People who are a target can easily identify themselves not 
with a model or clothing, but with messages hidden within supposedly unrelated pictures. Also, 
none of the common fashion advertising strategies were used here. Some people appear in those 
commercials, but there is no implication that they are modeling. Most photos were not staged and 
some of them even seemed closer to a reportage style than fashion photography. Therefore, it is 
appropriate to confirm that Comme des Garçons communication style differs from that of other 
luxury fashion brands.
A soft-sell approach, common in Japanese advertising but rare for Western markets, is also 
visible in the style of Comme des Garçons commercials. Specific products are rarely shown, and 
even in cases when articles of clothing shown, it is never a main focus in the ad, sufficiently so 
to make it hard to tell whether the clothes used in the photoshoot are even Comme des Garçons 
designs. Advertising of this brand functions more to entertain and engage the audience than to 
inform them about the brand’s products. Such commercials could easily be found hanging in an 
art gallery as an art pieces. The only mandatory elements in ads are the brand logo and sometimes 
locations of its shops. No product information, no brand claim, no website is needed. Main 
designer Rei Kawakubo said that she didn’t need to explain her style, but that her designs spoke 
for themselves; in the case of the advertising of Comme des Garçons also, explanation of brand 
personality is unnecessary.
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As for the Japanese aesthetics featuring in Comme des Garçons photos, clear inspiration 
from Japanese culture was used only once, in the ad from 1994: traditional clothing (with a Kabuki-
inspired look), body language and aesthetics were used in this particular commercial. Apart from 
this overt example, several aspects of Japanese art style can be found in other, less obvious cases. 
Beauty of imperfection and self-nature – termed wabi sabi in Japanese aesthetics – was also part of 
the visual approach, whether in the case of presenting certain objects or by the appearance of certain 
people. Even the photography itself was often overexposed, blurry or grained, which also reflects 
acceptance of things as they are. Harmony of extremes was also part of the brand’s narrative, which 
also shows the impact of Buddhist or Confucian ideas of the reconciliation of opposite forces. 
Simplicity was set together with complexity, seriousness with infantilism, classical with modern 
or elegant with kitschy. As for another cultural difference between East and West, the beauty of 
asymmetry is also often used in Comme des Garçons commercials, whether it’s in asymmetrically 
cropped pictures or the asymmetrical looks used. Though not always directly, the Japanese heritage 
of the brand has a pervasive impact on its creative expression.
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